CHAPTER Vn
Agricultural and Industrial Development
AGRICULTURAL DEVELOPMENT
NATURE has given the Soviet Union a great variety of climatic
conditions and soils, and hence a variety of agricultural
possibilities. From early times timber and furs were obtained
from the coniferous forests, flax, honey, and rye from the
deciduous forest lands, and silk and fruits from the south. But
as soon as the Slav peoples colonized the black earth lands
these former steppe regions rapidly became the most produc-
tive areas of Russia. The fertile soils had lain uncultivated
for centuries, and where the rainfall was sufficient the land
yielded rich returns of grain. In the western half of the
Ukraine, where moister conditions prevail, sugar-beet has
been introduced, while the drier steppe areas have for long
supported large herds of cattle.
Although we speak of the black earth lands as having been
cultivated, it would be more correct to say that they were
plundered, for year after year the harvests were reaped,
without any thought being given to the replenishment of the
soil by means of fertilizers or crop rotation. Little attention
was given to the protection of the fields from the hot, dry
winds of summer, when the parched earth was often swept
away in clouds of dust. Trees were cut near the banks of
streams and gullies, and the latter gradually extended. At
first this rapacious plundering of the land was confined to
European Russia.
For long the Russian peasants were serfs under feudal over-
lords. Many of them escaped and made their way to the
'free* lands of the south or across the Volga. Even after the
Abolition of serfdom the land available for the peasants,
especially in the richer southern regions, was not sufficient
to support their families, so that there was continual land-
hunger, and migration continued, extending into the Siberian
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